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novators Assemble: Ada Lovelace, Walter Isaacson, and the Superheroines of Computing" (http://bit. ly/1MRkFeo). While they make a number of good points in their piece, there are a number of problems as well. I'll digress long enough to comment on only one of the problems.
They state that "most areas of science and engineering are gradually becoming more balanced in their gender representation." This is a problematic statement for two reasons.
First, they do not place that comment geographically in the world, though based on the rest of the piece I assume they are talking about the U.S.
Second, assuming a U.S. focus, they do not account for changing demographics in the U.S. Today, almost 60% of college graduates in the U.S. are women. This skews any by-discipline view of gender representation.
The only accurate way to gauge relative balance is to look separately at women's degrees and men's degrees; that perspective shows us that we have a long way to go. Overall, in the U.S., 11% of women's degrees are earned in the STEM disciplines, while 24% of men's degrees are earned in the same fields. Only biology has true gender balance with 7% of women's degrees and 7% of men's degrees earned in the field. And, since I'm sure you are wondering, less than 1% of women's degrees are earned in CS, while 5% of men's degrees are.
Returning to Ada, Haigh and Priestley argue, "The superhero narrative is not ... the best way to understand history." They argue for the historian's responsibility to "provide accurate and nuanced stories" and further that history will "ultimately prove more inspiring and more relevant than superhero stories." They make a compelling case, one I agree with, that we need to give more airtime to the many, many women who were involved in the development of computing as a technology and a field. They close by saying, "Superhero stories have little time for ordinary humans, who exist only to be endangered or rescued. Reducing the story of women in computing to the heroics of a handful of magical individuals draws attention away from real human experience and counterproductively suggests that only those with superhuman abilities need apply."
So how do we make sense of this? How are we to understand the iconic nature of Ada as a figure for women in computing? And, frankly, why would anyone bother resurrecting a figure from such a different era? Where I think Haigh and Priestley go wrong is at the outset, in the title, where they cast Ada as a superheroine. I would argue part of the value of Ada, the reason why she plays an important role, is that she actually is not seen as a superhero, she is not seen as being magical in some way.
I do believe, however, that part of her appeal is precisely because she is not of the modern world, because she comes from a different era, a different educational system, a completely different moment in time. This means today's young women are not dissuaded by her story because they know their life has not been and could not be like hers, so they feel no expectation they have to be exactly like Ada in order to succeed in computing.
Despite the historical differences, there is something very relatable about her for today's women. Her parents had some real problems (that might be the polite way of putting it), she did not have educational access equal to that of men with comparable intellect, and she was micromanaged day to day. Wow, that's the story of many, many women around the world today! At the same time, she was in many ways able to ignore the script society wanted to write for her, or maybe she managed to just be somewhat unaware of it. She did what she wanted to do, engaged in the intellectual pursuits that clearly drove her and excited her, and seemingly went about her business. That is something well worth emulating! Imagine for a moment, what if Ada were alive today? How would she measure up relative to some of today's female "superheroes" in tech? If we put Ada Lovelace on stage at the Grace Hopper Celebration of Women in Computing (http://ghc.anitaborg. org/), what would she talk about? I suspect she'd be up there, like roboticist Manuela Veloso recently was, talking about her latest technical work and giving credit to her graduate students; not like Sheryl Sandburg, whose big take-away message was "before you go to sleep every night, write down three things that you did well today." If we limit ourselves to those figures who are most hyped in the press today, is there anyone better than Ada to serve as a role model for today's female computer science student?
As Haigh and Priestley argue, we do have to do a much better job laying out who the key women in computing have been, and who they are today. Until then, we have a great gap, and that gap can actually dissuade women from coming into the field. Leaders, prominent figures, superheroes stand on the shoulders of lots of people below them, but if people hear only about the superheroes, then they will be dissuaded from even trying.
My eye was caught recently by an online listing of top 10 women in tech. I thought: "great, I can post this to the ACM-W Facebook page." I started reading the list and my next thought was, "why would I post this?" Given the lack of detail presented, there did not seem to be a single "regular" person on the list. Everyone on it was young and already worth millions or billions, was a founder or high-level executive in a major company like Lens Technology in Hong Kong, BET365 in the U.K., Epic Healthcare Software, Facebook, or YouTube. I do not mean to take away from the accomplishments of the women who lead these and other companies, but let us not pretend they got there on their own. Most often they had an extraordinary level of help and mentoring and coaching that is made invisible, and that makes it hard for them to be effective role models, because most people do not have access to the kinds of help they had.
A young woman sitting in her classroom today, or banging her head against a recalcitrant bug in her as- 
